swallowed it hot, unaware of either taste or smell, and broke off tiny
pieces of coarse unpalatable bread*

Yet those were red-letter days. Often and often a minute portion of
vegetable oil was doled out in lieu of bread, and the unchanging fishy
mess from the communal kitchen had to be swallowed without any
bread. On such days Frossia must avoid Dasha and the whole of her
world because hunger made her clumsy and afraid, and, after a spell of
panic, she compelled herself to go to the Zabalkansky and to Paulina
Pavlovna, talk and listen, and politely refuse what slender provender
Paulina Pavlovna had to offer. She sat and talked, her eyes grown
enormous in a thin pale face.

5

One Sunday morning Frossia went to the soup kitchen, got her
meagre portion, and hurried back. At the corner of Maly Prospect, a
semi-derelict house had recently been turned into an elementary school*
There was a square yard in front of the house, but the wooden paling
had tumbled down in places, and she could see the yard with its two
ancient lilac trees in the middle. 'They will be good to look at in the
spring,' she thought, halting for a second, when a plump earnest look-
ing girl of about twenty came out of the door and crossed the yard.
She wore a sheepskin coat. Her spectacled face looked troubled, angry,
and wistful all at once. Frossia guessed she was the teacher.

'This is a nice life! My section is meeting at one o'clock. It is an
important meeting, all about dietetics, and I must speak, and my
assistant is down with bronchitis. They have taken her to St Mary
Magdalene's Hospital. Just imagine, I cannot go to the meeting because
of die children.'

'May I help?'

'Are you a teacher then?' The spectacled eyes swept over Frossia.
'You don't somehow look like one.'

*No ... but I have been giving lessons to a tenant's daughter.'

'This is not proper lessons,' the girl spoke severely, 'but they must
be kept amused unless they choose to go to sleep. They are free to do
what they like, of course. They are tiny things, the eldest is eight. There
are thirty-six of them.*

'Let me come,' pleaded Frossia, but the teacher looked thoughtfuL
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